Introduction {#s1}
============

Prenatal alcohol exposure causes neurodevelopmental and physical alterations in the resultant offspring. The neurodevelopmental effects of *in utero* alcohol exposure are long-lasting affecting individuals throughout life and represent the major concerns associated with alcohol exposure during gestation (Guerri et al., [@B63]). Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) was the first characterized consequence of *in utero* alcohol exposure (Jones and Smith, [@B86], [@B87]; Jones et al., [@B88]). Diagnosis of FAS requires the presence of three characteristics: growth retardation, distinct facial malformations (dysmorphia) and evidence of central nervous system (CNS) dysfunction. Both the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the Institute of Medicine (IOM) have published guidelines for FAS diagnosis (Hoyme et al., [@B82]).

Alcohol-related neurodevelopmental disorder (ARND) is diagnosed when a maternal history of alcohol is established (Stratton et al., [@B185]). These individuals suffer from behavioral and cognitive impairments similar to those observed in FAS, yet lack the facial dysmorphia and/or growth retardation characteristic of FAS. For the diagnosis of ARND, structural, neurological or functional impairment in at least three of the followings domains must be present: achievement, adaptive behavior, attention, cognition, executive functioning, language, memory, motor skills, multisensory integration, or social communication (Warren et al., [@B206]).

More recently the term Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD) has been introduced to describe the array of physical, behavioral, and learning impairments deriving from *in utero* alcohol exposure. Due to disruption of normal brain development, individuals with FASD may have a range of neurobehavioral deficits including impairments in attention, reaction time, visuospatial abilities, executive functions, motor skills, memory, language, and social and adaptive functions, and reduced IQ (Riley and McGee, [@B159]). As seen with other aspects of FASD, individuals afflicted with neurobehavioral deficits do not necessarily possess the characteristic facial features. However, those with prototypical FAS features generally exhibit more severe neurobehavioral deficits (Mattson and Riley, [@B108]). Approximately 25% of individuals with FAS fit the criteria for intellectual disability (an IQ lower than 70; Streissguth et al., [@B186]), making FAS the most common preventable cause of intellectual disability in the general population (Abel and Sokol, [@B1]). Given the range of cognitive impairments described above, it is not surprising that prenatal alcohol exposure is coincident with reduced academic performance and an increased frequency of learning disabilities (Howell et al., [@B81]). Indeed, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is often diagnosed in FASD individuals with concordance rates ranging from 65--95% (Coles et al., [@B28]; Fryer et al., [@B53]; Rasmussen et al., [@B153]). Executive function is also impaired in individuals with FASD with deficits in response inhibition, concept formation, set shifting and planning (Guerri et al., [@B63]; Mattson et al., [@B107]). Individuals with FASD also exhibit weak grasp, poor hand/eye coordination, tremors, as well as gait and balance difficulties that can persist into adulthood and are indicative of motor control problems (Guerri et al., [@B63]; Mattson et al., [@B107]). Better therapeutics and biomarkers are needed to improve recognition and treatment for those suffering from FASD.

While FASD is not a diagnostic term, it should be noted that the American Psychiatric Association introduced for the first time into the appendix of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5 (DSM-5) the new category called Neurobehavioral Disorder associated with Prenatal Alcohol Exposure (ND-PAE). The diagnosis requires evidence of prenatal alcohol exposure and CNS impairment specifically in three areas: cognition, self-regulation, and adaptive functioning.

With increased recognition, the estimated combined prevalence of FAS and partial FAS (pFAS) individuals with confirmed prenatal alcohol exposure, substantial CNS anomalies and most, though not all of the growth impairments and facial abnormalities characteristic of FAS may reach as high as 5% in the USA and Western Europe (May et al., [@B110]). Some South African communities exhibit FAS/pFAS prevalences between 6.8 and 8.9% (May et al., [@B111]).

Structural Brain Abnormalities in Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders {#s2}
==================================================================

Brain Irregularities Associated with FASD {#s2-1}
-----------------------------------------

Autopsies of infants born with FASD paint a grim picture of the effects of alcohol on the brain. In these, the most severe cases of FASD, damage is ubiquitous throughout the brain (Riley and McGee, [@B159]). A general CNS disorganization is observed, with errors in neuronal migration, neuroglial heterotopias, microcephaly, and abnormalities of the brainstem, cerebellum, basal ganglia, hippocampus and corpus callosum, pituitary gland and optic nerve (Jones et al., [@B88]). The degree to which these characteristics are present in individuals that do not die during development or early childhood is unclear, but these findings are reflective of the widespread disruption of normal brain development that results from alcohol exposure.

Attempts to identify the degree of damage in living subjects with FASD have been carried out with magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). These reports indicate that individuals with FASD exhibit a reduction in the cranial vault as well as a corresponding decrease in the overall size of the brain (Mattson et al., [@B109]; Archibald et al., [@B4]). More recent reports indicate reduced gyrification of the cortex (Infante et al., [@B84]) and a reduction in the surface area of the anterior cingulate cortex (Migliorini et al., [@B117]) among adolescents with heavy prenatal alcohol exposure. Reduced activation of some cerebellar areas during rhythmic vs. non-rhythmic finger tapping (du Plessis et al., [@B45]) and global reductions in gray matter (Soh et al., [@B180]) are observed in subjects with FAS and FASD. Interestingly it appears that shrinkage is not uniform throughout the brain, but that certain areas such as the cerebellum and regions of the cortex are disproportionately affected (Archibald et al., [@B4]). The volume of the parietal lobe in the cerebral cortex is consistently reduced in FASD individuals (Archibald et al., [@B4]). Further, the composition of cortical brain regions is also impacted, with FASD brains exhibiting increases in gray matter, but reductions in white matter in the perisylvian cortices of the parietal and temporal lobes (Sowell et al., [@B182]). Such disruptions of normal cortical development are thought to underlie deficits in executive functions, verbal learning and recall, visuospatial processing and language present in individuals with FASD (Riley and McGee, [@B159]; Norman et al., [@B132]; Lebel et al., [@B97]).

The cerebellum is a primary target of alcohol effects; cerebellar volumes are significantly reduced and graded as with other deficits, with more severe shrinkage (\>15%) present in subjects with FAS, and less loss among subjects with FASD that lack facial dysmorphology (Mattson et al., [@B109]; Archibald et al., [@B4]; Riley and McGee, [@B159]). Such disrupted cerebellar development is associated with deficiencies in balance, coordination, learning (eye-blink), verbal learning and memory and attention (Riley and McGee, [@B159]; Norman et al., [@B132]; Lebel et al., [@B97]).

The corpus callosum is another structure severely impacted by prenatal alcohol exposure. Agenesis (lack of formation) of the corpus callosum or anterior commissure, hypoplasia, volume reduction, heightened variability and displacement has been reported (Riley and McGee, [@B159]; Norman et al., [@B132]; Lebel et al., [@B97]). Due to consistent effects of *in utero* alcohol exposure on the corpus callosum, some have suggested that impaired formation of the corpus callosum may be a sensitive diagnostic indicator of prenatal exposure (Bookstein et al., [@B16]). White matter in general appears to be targeted by prenatal alcohol exposure, as diffusion tensor imaging and fractional anisotropy studies revealed white matter microstructural abnormalities and differences in white matter morphology in children and adolescents with FASD (Sowell et al., [@B181]).

Deficiencies in the basal ganglia have also been noted in subjects with FASD (Riley and McGee, [@B159]). Significant volume reductions are observed in the caudate of subjects with FASD (Archibald et al., [@B4]). Recent studies also suggest asymmetric formation of the caudate among subjects with either one trimester or all three trimesters of alcohol exposure *in utero* (Willford et al., [@B212]).

Unilateral decreases in hippocampal volume have been observed (Riley and McGee, [@B159]; Norman et al., [@B132]; Lebel et al., [@B97]). Scattered reports also suggest reduced hippocampal volume, though sometimes only when values are uncorrected for the reduced overall brain volume, or irregular brain shape associated with FASD (Joseph et al., [@B89]).

Brain Irregularities in FASD Animal Models {#s2-2}
------------------------------------------

To gain a greater understanding of alcohol effects on brain development and behavioral effects of prenatal alcohol exposure, several animal models have been developed. Models are present for nonhuman primates and sheep, which are advantageous due to gestation periods comparable to humans; however this is offset by substantially higher costs. Paralleling the human gestation period, the brain growth spurt in nonhuman primates and sheep occurs prenatally (Cudd, [@B33]). Other animal models have also been developed in *Drosphila*, zebrafish, guinea pigs and avian embryos (Fabregues et al., [@B49]; Cudd, [@B33]; Smith, [@B177]; McClure et al., [@B112]; Cole et al., [@B27]). The majority of FASD studies however, make use of mice and rats. Animal models of FASD target and expose animals to blood alcohol concentrations observed in humans during specific developmental hallmarks and then examine subsequent behavioral and structural changes induced by alcohol exposure (Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}). These studies recapitulate several of the behavioral deficits observed in subjects with FASD in these animal models, with impairments observed in attention, inhibition, motor tasks, learning and social interactions. A full review of the behavioral consequences of alcohol in animal models of FASD was recently published (Patten et al., [@B142]).

###### 

**Effects of alcohol exposure during critical neurodevelopmental periods**.

  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  CNS developmental events                        Consequences of alcohol exposure in animal models
  ----------------------------------------------- ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Neural tube and crest formation                 Craniofacial abnormalities\
                                                  Hypoplasia or aplasia of the corpus callosum\
                                                  Decrease in somatosensory neurons\
                                                  Malformation of the anterior cingulate cortex and hippocampus\
                                                  Anterior commissure, corpus callosum, and hippocampal commissure alterations and reduced myelination Sulik ([@B189]), Miller ([@B119]), and Cao et al. ([@B21])

  CNS differentiation\                            Decreased neurogenesis\
  Neuronal migration\                             Radial glia alterations\
  Neurogenesis surge                              Reduced migration and survival of neocortical, hippocampal and primary sensory neurons\
                                                  Miller ([@B118]), Miller and Potempa ([@B120]), Miller and Robertson ([@B121]), and Sulik ([@B189])

  Significant brain growth\                       Neuronal apoptotic cell death\
  Myelination\                                    Decreased complexity of dendritic arborization\
  Dendritic arborization\                         Behavioral impairment\
  Synaptogenesis\                                 Microencephaly\
  Gliogenesis (astrocytes and oligodendrocytes)   Apoptotic cell death of differentiating oligodendrocytes\
                                                  Delayed expression of myelin proteins Davies and Smith ([@B37]), West et al. ([@B209]), Bonthius and West ([@B15]), Smith and Davies ([@B178]), Ikonomidou et al. ([@B83]), Granato et al. ([@B61]), Cui et al. ([@B34]), Hamilton et al. ([@B76]), and Creeley et al. ([@B30])
  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The effects of alcohol are detrimental throughout the developing nervous system and therefore heavy alcohol exposure can be harmful to the embryo and fetus at any stage of gestation. At the structural level, rodent models of FASD exhibit similar brain alterations to those of human FASD subjects as with craniofacial abnormalities similar to FAS (Sulik, [@B189]), hypoplasia or aplasia of the corpus callosum (Qiang et al., [@B150]; Deng and Elberger, [@B38]; Sulik, [@B189]; Livy and Elberger, [@B100]), microencephaly (Bonthius and West, [@B15]), alterations of the neocortex (Miller, [@B118], [@B119]; Miller and Potempa, [@B120]; Miller and Robertson, [@B121]; Mooney and Miller, [@B124]), hippocampus (Berman and Hannigan, [@B10]), cerebellum (Guerri, [@B62]; Luo, [@B103]) and basal ganglia (Creeley and Olney, [@B31]). Imaging studies of mouse brains also revealed reduced myelin in major midline white matter tracts after prenatal alcohol exposure (Cao et al., [@B21]).

Significant differentiation of the CNS occurs during GD 11--21 in rats and is highlighted by a burst of neurogenesis and population of the cerebral cortex and hippocampus by migrating neurons (Guerri, [@B62]). Neurogenesis during this time is wide-spread in the developing rat brain with the exception of the hippocampal dentate gyrus and granule cells of the cerebellum. These newborn cells then differentiate into neurons and glia and begin to mature, forming axonal and dendritic processes. With the direction of radial glia fibers, neurons of the cerebral cortex migrate from the germinal zone (Nadarajah and Parnavelas, [@B127]). Alcohol exposure during this period results in decreased neurogenesis and disrupted radial glia, as well as reduced migration and survival of neurons of the neocortex, hippocampus and principal sensory nucleus of the trigeminal nerve (Miller, [@B118]; Miller and Potempa, [@B120]; Miller and Robertson, [@B121]; Sulik, [@B189]).

Key maturation that occurs during the third trimester of gestation in humans instead takes place postnatally in rats. Exposure to alcohol during key developmental periods results in characteristic abnormalities consistent with the ongoing ontogenic events. A substantial increase in brain size, dendritic arborization and synaptogenesis, which corresponds to proliferation of astrocytes and oligodendrocyte precursors and initiation of myelination occurs from late gestation up to postnatal days (PNDs) 9 in rats (Bayer et al., [@B8]; Rice and Barone, [@B157]; Kelly et al., [@B91]). Alcohol exposure during the early postnatal period results in decreased neuronal number throughout the hippocampus (West et al., [@B209]), apoptotic cell death in several brain regions (Ikonomidou et al., [@B83]), microencephaly (Bonthius and West, [@B15]) and cerebellar anomalies (Bonthius and West, [@B15]). Prenatal and/or early postnatal alcohol exposure in rodents affects the structural plasticity of the brain as previously reviewed (Medina, [@B113]). Reduced dendritic arborization and dendritic spine density and complexity have been reported in hippocampal and neocortical pyramidal neurons after prenatal and/or postnatal alcohol exposure (Davies and Smith, [@B37]; Granato et al., [@B61]; Whitcher and Klintsova, [@B210]; Cui et al., [@B34]; Hamilton et al., [@B76]). This short overview does not cover the whole literature available on preclinical FASD studies but focuses on alcohol-induced anomalies that can be attributed to alterations in glial cells.

Glial Contributions to Brain Development {#s3}
========================================

Radial Glia and Other Transient Glial Cells in the Developing Brain {#s3-1}
-------------------------------------------------------------------

Radial glia cells are widespread in the developing CNS where they differentiate directly from the neuroepithelial cells lining the ventricles. Radial glia exhibit processes that "radiate" in a directed, polarized fashion, thereby giving the cells their name. Radial glia are progenitors of neurons and several glial cell types, including astrocytes, oligodendrocytes and ependymal cells (Rowitch and Kriegstein, [@B162]). Radial glia are also essential for neuronal migration and the formation of the cerebral cortex. Indeed, radial glia have their cell body near the ventricular zone and extend their long process to the pial surface; newly differentiated post-mitotic neurons in the ventricular zone wrap around and migrate along the radial glia process to reach their location in the cortex (Rakic, [@B152]; Norris and Kalil, [@B133]). Radial glia persist in few specific locations in the adult brain (adult stem cells of the subventricular zone, Müller cells of the retina, and Bergman glia of the cerebellum; Sild and Ruthazer, [@B174]).

Midline glial cell populations that guide callosal axons are essential to the successful formation of the corpus callosum. Callosal axons extend toward and cross the midline in response to various molecular cues produced by midline glia cells. The glial wedge, one of the glial midline structures encountered by callosal axons, repels ipsilateral callosal axons towards the midline and guide them towards the contralateral cortex (Suárez et al., [@B188]). The glial wedge is composed of specialized astrocytes that develop from cortical radial glia between E13 and E17 (Shu et al., [@B173]). Defects in the glial wedge lead to the agenesis of corpus callosum (Chinn et al., [@B25]).

A transient midline raphe glial structure has been described (Van Hartesveldt et al., [@B202]), which is hypothesized to contribute to the development of the serotoninergic neurons of the raphe nuclei by providing trophic support for developing serotoninergic neurons through the release of glial-specific S100β, a growth factor for serotoninergic neurons (Azmitia et al., [@B5]), and by guiding neuronal migration (Van Hartesveldt et al., [@B202]).

Astrocytes in Brain Development {#s3-2}
-------------------------------

The ratio of macroglia (astrocytes and oligodendrocytes) to neurons increases as the evolutionary complexity of the species increases (Sherwood et al., [@B171]), suggesting that astrocytes play an important role in higher order cognition and brain development. Indeed, recent studies indicate that astrocytes play a critical role in coordinating neuronal growth and migration with regulated secretion of extracellular matrix (ECM) proteins and trophic factors (Higgins et al., [@B78]; Pfrieger and Barres, [@B145]; Booth et al., [@B17]; Ullian et al., [@B199]; Martinez and Gomes, [@B106]; Yang et al., [@B214]; Christopherson et al., [@B26]; Pascual et al., [@B140]; Stellwagen and Malenka, [@B184]; Guizzetti et al., [@B72]). In addition, astrocytes are tuned to sense neuronal cues as evidenced by the diverse array of neurotransmitter receptors they express (Steinhauser and Kettenmann, [@B183]). As such, astrocytes are critical to proper neuronal circuit development.

The manner by which astrocytes and neurons communicate is still under heavy investigation. We recently identified a novel astrocyte-neuron interaction by which cholinergic activation leads to induction of multiple signaling cascades that enhance neurite outgrowth of hippocampal neurons (Guizzetti et al., [@B72]; Giordano et al., [@B55]). The majority of the factors secreted by astrocytes are proteases, protease inhibitors and ECM components (Moore et al., [@B125]). Following cholinergic stimulation of cultured astrocytes, we observed increases in ECM protein expression (fibronectin and laminin) both intracellularly and in the media and upregulation of factors that prevent degradation of the ECM (Guizzetti et al., [@B72]). Astrocyte-released proteins also play a major role in the regulation of synaptogenesis (reviewed in Guizzetti et al., [@B75]), the maintenance of brain homeostasis, neuroimmune function and blood-brain barrier development (Obermeier et al., [@B136]; Engelhardt and Liebner, [@B47]).

The brain is very rich in cholesterol (the brain contains 15--20% of the total body cholesterol, but represents only about 5% of the total body weight); cholesterol is necessary for proper brain health and development (Martín et al., [@B104]). Cholesterol circulates through the brain in association with astrocyte-produced lipoproteins (Martín et al., [@B104]). Both microglia and astrocytes express apolipoprotein E (apoE), which is a major component of brain lipoproteins (Diedrich et al., [@B39]; Nakai et al., [@B129]). The process by which cholesterol is removed from the brain is important for overall brain health and homeostasis (Dietschy, [@B40]).

Brain lipoproteins generally exert positive effects on CNS functions and are protective against neurodegenerative diseases. Astrocyte-produced lipoproteins, however, also induce a net efflux of cholesterol from astrocytes and neurons (Guizzetti et al., [@B67]; Kim et al., [@B93]; Chen et al., [@B24]). During development, cholesterol is essential for several brain functions including cell proliferation, neuronal survival, and activation of the sonic hedgehog pathway. Genetic defects in cholesterol synthesizing enzymes, such as the one causing Smith-Lemli-Opitz-Syndrome (SLOS), result in low levels of cholesterol in all the tissues, and are associated with altered brain development, intellectual disability and behavioral disorders (Nowaczyk et al., [@B134]). Therefore, increased brain lipoproteins may be deleterious to the developing brain because it may reduce brain cholesterol levels (Guizzetti and Costa, [@B71]).

Oligodendrocytes and Myelination in Brain Development {#s3-3}
-----------------------------------------------------

Myelin is formed by the plasma membrane of oligodendrocytes (in the CNS) or Schwann cells (in the peripheral nervous system) wrapping around axon segments many times (Szuchet et al., [@B191]) and forming a compacted insulating sheath, that serves to improve the speed and efficiency of electrical signal conduction along the myelinated axon. Myelination is a dynamic process that can be modulated by the axonal release of neurotransmitter and by environmental factors. Oligodendrocytes and their myelin sheaths also provide supportive factors to maintain axonal health (Rosenbluth, [@B161]; Simons and Trotter, [@B175]; Fields, [@B51]; Nave, [@B131]; Mitew et al., [@B122]; Nualart-Marti et al., [@B135]).

Developmentally, myelination occurs as one of the final stages of brain development. In humans, most myelination takes place during the first 20 years of postnatal life (Lebel et al., [@B98]). While the bulk of myelination occurs in relatively early postnatal life, it is now clear that myelination continues throughout life (Bartzokis et al., [@B6]; Young et al., [@B216]). Coinciding with their later development, oligodendrocytes are the final cells of the CNS to mature. Nevertheless, oligodendrocyte precursor cells (OPCs) are present at embryonic day 12.5 in mice. Production of OPCs is localized to distinct areas, thus, migration of this cell type throughout the brain is an important phase of development. OPCs are generated throughout life and may contribute to myelination in adulthood (El Waly et al., [@B46]). Genetic influences appear to strongly regulate myelination, however, mounting evidence suggests that experiential factors also influence myelination. Control of oligodendrocyte differentiation and myelination occurs through a diverse array of transcription factors, extracellular signals and intracellular pathways (Mitew et al., [@B122]).

Microglia in Normal Brain Development {#s3-4}
-------------------------------------

Microglia are of hematopoietic origin and are the resident "professional" immune cell, composing roughly 10% of all cells in the brain (Benarroch, [@B9]). Under normal conditions, microglia exhibit a ramified morphology, allowing them to sample and survey from the environment for signs of infection or insult. Upon activation, microglia become rod-like or amoeboid, with a multinucleated or epithelioid appearance (Benarroch, [@B9]). Activated microglia also exhibit changes in gene expression, function and produce an array of pro-inflammatory cytokines, chemokines and reactive oxygen species (ROS). Microglia polarize, much like T-cells, becoming relatively pro- or anti-inflammatory depending on the surrounding environmental cues present (Nakagawa and Chiba, [@B128]). Microglia are also capable of clearing pathogens or cellular debris via phagocytosis. Under normal conditions, microglia are important contributors to maintaining brain homeostasis, but under pathological conditions, microglia can become chronically activated, inducing inflammation and neurodegeneration when functionally impaired (Saijo and Glass, [@B166]).

During embryonic development in rodents, microglia appear in the activated state with an amoeboid shape and transition to a resting ramified morphology shortly after birth. Microglia also play a major role during brain development. Indeed, microglia phagocytize neural precursor cells, particularly during late stages of cortical neurogenesis therefore regulating the size of the neural precursor cell pool in the developing cortex (Cunningham et al., [@B35]). Microglia also instruct neuronal apoptosis, engulf and phagocytize apoptotic neurons (Bessis et al., [@B11]; Marín-Teva et al., [@B105]) and induce synaptic pruning (Paolicelli et al., [@B137]).

Glial Dysfunction in Fasd {#s4}
=========================

Effects of Alcohol on Radial Glia and Other Glial Structures in the Developing Brain {#s4-1}
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Heavy prenatal alcohol exposure alters neuronal migration and induces glial heterotopia (Jones et al., [@B88]). Radial glia are targets of alcohol damage and are critical to proper neuronal migration. Radial glia cells derived from 13-day rat fetuses exhibited reductions in GFAP, but not vimentin expression both *in vivo* and in culture (Valles et al., [@B201]). Prenatal alcohol exposure *in vivo* also causes a decrease in GFAP fibers in cerebellar Bergman glia on PND 15, reflecting a delayed maturation of these cells that may contribute to the delayed migration of granule cells (Shetty and Phillips, [@B172]). Developmental exposure to alcohol lead to decreased density and fasciculation of radial glial processes that run from the ventricular surface to the pial surface (Miller and Robertson, [@B121]) during the first week following birth. This was accompanied by a decrease in vimentin staining on PND 5 compared to non-exposed control animals. Chronic exposure to alcohol via liquid diet led to decreased cell division in radial glia cultured from E12 telencephalon, and also reduced the number of multipotent progenitor cells derived from neurospheres, with concurrent decreases in the progenitor-maintaining proteins Notch1 and fibroblast growth factor 2 (Rubert et al., [@B163]). This study also observed a greater percentage of cells derived from alcohol-exposed embryos remaining as radial glia in culture as opposed to differentiating into neurons or astrocytes following 2 days of culture compared to control cultures (Rubert et al., [@B163]). Alcohol exposure damages neural progenitor cells, limiting their survival and impeding their differentiation into astrocytes (Taléns-Visconti et al., [@B195]; Nash et al., [@B130]). Culture models using neurospheres also demonstrate that selective exposure of neural precursor cells to alcohol impairs cell division and astrocyte formation (Vemuri and Chetty, [@B204]). Thus, alcohol exposure disrupts the development and maturation of radial glia cells that act both as precursor cells for neurons, astrocytes and oligodendrocytes, as well as aid in the migration of other progenitor cells throughout the developing CNS (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

**Cell specific consequences of alcohol exposure**.

  --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Cell type          Consequences of developmental alcohol exposure
  ------------------ -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
  Radial Glia        Reduced GFAP expression\
                     Decreased density and fasciculation of processes\
                     Reduced cell division\
                     Decreased density of multipotent progenitor cells and associated factors\
                     Impaired differentiation into astrocytes Miller and Robertson ([@B121]), Valles et al. ([@B201]), Vemuri and Chetty ([@B204]), Rubert et al. ([@B163]), Taléns-Visconti et al. ([@B195]), and Nash et al. ([@B130])

  Oligodendrocytes   Reduced and disorganized white matter\
                     Delayed myelination\
                     Decreased myelin thickness\
                     Ultrastructural anomalies in myelin\
                     Altered myelin biochemical profile\
                     Decreased oligodendrocyte differentiation\
                     Delayed and reduced expression of key myelin proteins\
                     Cell death\
                     Druse and Hofteig ([@B44]), Hofteig and Druse ([@B80]), Gnaedinger et al. ([@B57]), Samorajski et al. ([@B167]), Phillips and Krueger ([@B147]), Lancaster ([@B96]), Phillips ([@B146]), Zoeller et al. ([@B221]), Parson et al. ([@B139]), Riley et al. ([@B158]), Pinazo-Duran et al. ([@B148]), Archibald et al. ([@B4]), Guerri et al. ([@B64]), Dalitz et al. ([@B36]), Sowell et al. ([@B181]), Bichenkov and Ellingson ([@B12]), and Creeley et al. ([@B30])

  Astrocytes         Reduced proliferation and survival of progenitor cells\
                     Decreased production and release of neurotrophic factors\
                     Increased production and release of inhibitors of neurite outgrowth\
                     Activation of inflammatory signaling pathways (TLR-4, nitric oxide (NOS), cyclooxygenase 2)\
                     Decreased production of the primary brain antioxidant glutathione\
                     Disruption of cholesterol homeostasis\
                     Reduced astrocyte differentiation\
                     Altered expression of GFAP\
                     Altered production of extracellular matrix proteins\
                     Davies and Smith ([@B37]), Renau-Piqueras et al. ([@B155]), Miller and Potempa ([@B120]), Saez et al. ([@B165]), Fletcher and Shain ([@B52]), Goodlett et al. ([@B58]), Goodlett et al. ([@B60]), Lokhorst and Druse ([@B101]), Resnicoff et al. ([@B156]), Montoliu et al. ([@B123]), Guizzetti and Costa ([@B68]), Vallés et al. ([@B200]), Kötter and Klein ([@B95]), Granato et al. ([@B61]), Blanco et al. ([@B13], [@B14]), Tomás et al. ([@B196]), Watts et al. ([@B207]), Rathinam et al. ([@B154]), Guizzetti et al. ([@B67], [@B66]), Pascual and Guerri ([@B141]), Whitcher and Klintsova ([@B210]), Cui et al. ([@B34]), Hamilton et al. ([@B76]), Zhou et al. ([@B219]), and Topper et al. ([@B197])

  Microglia          Increased phagocytosis\
                     Reduced survival\
                     Increased production of inflammatory mediators and oxidative stress\
                     Increase in microglia-mediated hypothalamic neuron death\
                     Decreased production of neurotrophic factors\
                     Boyadjieva and Sarkar ([@B18]), Boyadjieva and Sarkar ([@B19],[@B20]), and Kane et al. ([@B90])
  --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The formation of the corpus callosum is strongly affected by prenatal alcohol exposure (Riley and McGee, [@B159]; Norman et al., [@B132]; Lebel et al., [@B97]). While no studies have investigated the effect of alcohol on midline glial cell populations directing the formation of the corpus callosum, such as the glial wedge, it is possible to speculate that alcohol may affect the release or expression of guiding molecules by these cells.

Interestingly, the number of glial cells in transient midline raphe glial structures expressing S100β, a trophic factor for serotoninergic neurons (Azmitia et al., [@B5]), is decreased. Expression of S100β is reduced in the midline raphe of prenatal alcohol exposed rats and mice (Eriksen et al., [@B48]; Zhou et al., [@B220]; Tajuddin et al., [@B194]), which may underlie the reduced number of serotoniergic neurons as well their migration and development observed in FASD animal models (Tajuddin and Druse, [@B192], [@B193]; Zhou et al., [@B220]).

Role of Astrocytes in FASD {#s4-2}
--------------------------

### Glial Fibrillary Acidic Protein (GFAP) Expression {#s4-2-1}

Glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP), an intermediate filament often used as a marker for astrocytes whose upregulation is considered a marker for reactive astrogliosis, and has been investigated in several studies in relation to FASD. Astrocytes prepared from fetuses exposed *in vivo* to alcohol and maintained in culture in the presence of alcohol present decreased GFAP expression and failed to develop processes (Renau-Piqueras et al., [@B155]). When astrocyte cultures are exposed to alcohol, GFAP levels increase initially after which GFAP expression decreases after 21 days in culture (Saez et al., [@B165]). A decrease in GFAP expression was confirmed *in vivo* after prenatal alcohol exposure in the brain of postnatal animals and was attributed to increased DNA methylation in the GFAP promoter region (Vallés et al., [@B200]).

Neonatal alcohol exposure lead to an increase in GFAP expression in the cortex and hippocampus when exposure was carried out via artificial rearing (Fletcher and Shain, [@B52]; Goodlett et al., [@B58]) and an increase in GFAP in the parietal cortex after alcohol exposure via intragastric intubation (Goodlett et al., [@B60]), but no GFAP upregulation was observed when alcohol was administered via vapor inhalation (Ryabinin et al., [@B164]). More recently, neonatal alcohol exposure via vapor inhalation has been shown to increase GFAP expression in the cerebellum and hippocampus during the alcohol-withdrawal period (Topper et al., [@B197]). From these reports it can be concluded that the reduction of GFAP levels observed *in vitro* is recapitulated by *in vivo* experiments when alcohol is administered prenatally. However, the effect of neonatal exposure to alcohol on GFAP levels is not conclusive. Studies suggest that the effects of alcohol on astrocyte GFAP levels vary depending on the developmental stage of astrocytes at the time of exposure, on alcohol levels, route of administration, length of the treatment, and alcohol-withdrawl status.

The fact that, when observed, the increase in GFAP expression is not generalized to the whole brain, but rather confined to specific areas, suggests that this may not be a direct effect of alcohol on astrocytes, but rather a secondary effect caused, for instance, by increased neuronal damage, release of proinflammatory cytokines by microglia, or damage to blood brain vessels. However, the question remains regarding the significance of changes in alcohol-induced GFAP expression in astrocytes and whether these changes play a positive (protective) or negative role in alcohol-induced developmental brain injury. Several studies during the last 20 years have shown that astrogliosis is not a simple "all or nothing" response; astrocytes are capable of a spectrum of changes (ranging from reversible alterations in gene expression and cellular hypertrophy to cell proliferation, scar formation and permanent tissue rearrangement) tailored to the type of insult they are responding to Sofroniew ([@B179]).

### Astrocyte Proliferation {#s4-2-2}

Exposure of primary astrocyte cultures to alcohol also impairs astrocyte proliferation induced by serum, IGF-1, the cholinergic agonist carbachol, and PDGF (Resnicoff et al., [@B156]; Guizzetti and Costa, [@B68]; Kötter and Klein, [@B95]). Alcohol appears to affect astrocyte proliferation by inhibiting specific signal transduction pathways. For instance, we have reported that alcohol selectively inhibits carbachol-stimulated phospholipase D signaling (inducing the formation of the second messenger phosphatidic acid, which activates Akt, p70S6K and PKCζ) in astrocytes, leaving unaffected other pathways activated by carbachol (Guizzetti and Costa, [@B69], [@B70]; Guizzetti et al., [@B65], [@B74], [@B75]; Tsuji et al., [@B198]). Prenatal alcohol exposure has been reported to cause a decrease in astrocyte number (Miller and Potempa, [@B120]), an observation that supports the *in vitro* studies.

### Astrocyte-Induced Neuronal Plasticity {#s4-2-3}

*In vivo* pre- and post-natal alcohol exposure affects neuronal structural plasticity (Medina, [@B113]). Alcohol strongly affects the release of neuritogenic factors by astrocytes (Tomás et al., [@B196]). Reduced dendritic arborization and dendritic spine density and complexity is reported in hippocampal and neocortical pyramidal neurons (Davies and Smith, [@B37]; Granato et al., [@B61]; Whitcher and Klintsova, [@B210]; Cui et al., [@B34]; Hamilton et al., [@B76]) and may be due to alcohol-induced alterations in the secretion of factors modulating neuronal development and plasticity by astrocytes. A reduction in neuritogenesis and neuronal survival was reported in naïve neurons co-cultured with astrocytes prepared from alcohol-exposed rats (Pascual and Guerri, [@B141]). In an earlier study, neurons cultured in conditioned media from astrocytes exposed in culture to 100 mM alcohol for 4 days displayed reduced DNA content, neurite length, number of serotonin neurons and serotonin uptake (Lokhorst and Druse, [@B101]). Astrocytes also modulate the effect of alcohol on dendrite development in culture (Yanni et al., [@B215]). Astrocyte-specific expression of serum response factor in a ferret model of early alcohol exposure reverses alcohol-induced reductions in ocular dominance plasticity (Paul and Medina, [@B143]).

We have reported that alcohol exposure inhibits the ability of carbachol-treated astrocytes to foster neurite outgrowth in neurons co-cultured with astrocytes after treatment by decreasing the release of neuritogenic proteins laminin and fibronectin (Guizzetti et al., [@B73]), an effect reproduced in hippocampal slices (Giordano et al., [@B55]). This effect is in part mediated by the upregulation of the tissue-type plasminogen activator (tPA) which converts plasminogen to plasmin, an extracellular proteolytic enzyme that degrades the ECM (Zhang et al., [@B217]). Chondroitin sulfate proteoglycans (CSPGs) are inhibitors of neurite outgrowth. We found that alcohol upregulates the levels of CSPGs through the inhibition of the enzyme arulsulfatase B (ARSB). ARSB degrades the chondroitin sulfate moiety of CSPGs and leads to the extracellular proteolysis of the core-protein in astrocyte cultures *in vitro* and after neonatal alcohol exposure *in vivo* (Zhang et al., [@B217]).

### Oxidative Stress {#s4-2-4}

Exposure of astrocyte cultures to alcohol leads to reductions in glutathione (GSH), and induction of cyclooxygenase 2 (Cox-2) as a result of NF-κB signaling, and the formation of ROS in astrocytes (Montoliu et al., [@B123]; Blanco et al., [@B13]). The induction of reactive species and inflammatory signaling appears to be mediated via toll-like receptor 4 (TLR4) and interleukin one receptor (IL-1R1) signaling in astrocytes, as inhibition of these receptors prevents alcohol-induced AP-1 and NF-κB activation as well as induction of nitric oxide (NOS) and Cox-2 (Blanco et al., [@B14]). Cortical neurons undergo apoptotic cell death in response to depletion of GSH and ROS production following alcohol exposure. Co-culturing neurons with astrocytes decreased GSH depletion and attenuated neuronal death following alcohol treatment (Watts et al., [@B207]; Rathinam et al., [@B154]).

### Brain Lipid Homeostasis {#s4-2-5}

Cholesterol homeostasis is maintained by astrocyte-released lipoproteins that can extract cholesterol from astrocytes and neurons. Our studies indicate that alcohol disrupts this process by increasing release of lipoprotein from astrocytes which leads to increased efflux of cholesterol from astrocytes and neurons (Guizzetti et al., [@B66]) and may lead to cholesterol-loaded lipoproteins exiting the brain and subsequent reductions in cholesterol (Zhou et al., [@B219]). The transporter ABCA1 (ATP binding cassette-A1) is essential for the generation of nascent lipoproteins in astrocytes. Cholesterol efflux is mediated by ABCG1 and ABCG4 transporters and leads to the lipidation and remodeling of nascent, lipid poor lipoproteins (Koldamova et al., [@B94]; Hirsch-Reinshagen et al., [@B79]; Wahrle et al., [@B205]). Our studies indicate that alcohol upregulates expression of ABCA1 and ABCG1 in astrocyte cultures, thereby increasing cholesterol efflux and reducing brain cholesterol levels (Guizzetti et al., [@B67]). Astrocyte-released lipoproteins also increase cholesterol efflux from neurons through a mechanism likely mediated by ABCG4 (Zhou et al., [@B219]). *In vivo*, neonatal alcohol exposure increases cortical levels of ABCA1 (Guizzetti et al., [@B67]); while, prenatal alcohol exposure up-regulates ABCA1 and ABCG1 and reduces the levels of cholesterol in the neocortex of GD 21 females (Zhou et al., [@B219]).

Role of Oligodendrocytes in FASD {#s4-3}
--------------------------------

Examination of the impact of alcohol on oligodendrocytes and by extension, myelination has been intermittent at best, with the bulk of studies occurring in the late 1970s or early 1990s. White matter (myelin/oligodendrocytes) is another target of the developmental effects of alcohol as evidenced by lower volumes and sometimes complete lack of formation of major white matter tracts in the brain of individuals with FASD (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}; Riley et al., [@B158]; Sowell et al., [@B181]). With the availability and affordability of advanced imaging techniques, interest is once again growing and high resolution examination of myelin in FASD subjects is now possible.

As previously described, at first glance, prenatal exposure to alcohol may not be expected to exert a substantial effect on myelination in adults, given that much of the myelination that occurs in humans happens long after birth. Nevertheless, developmental exposure to alcohol permanently impacts the programming of OPCs, as imaging studies indicate widespread anomalies in children and adults with FASD (Archibald et al., [@B4]; Sowell et al., [@B181]). These findings are recapitulated in rat models of FASD, where alcohol slows myelination and disrupts the myelin ultrastructure (Lancaster, [@B96]; Phillips, [@B146]; Pinazo-Duran et al., [@B148]).

Developmental alcohol exposure in rats causes clear changes in myelin, with a distinct shift in the expression patterns of oligodendrocytes (Druse and Hofteig, [@B44]; Hofteig and Druse, [@B80]; Gnaedinger et al., [@B57]). The greatest harm to myelin and oligodendrocytes is associated with exposure during the first 10 PNDs in animal models, and is characterized by myelin malformation and morphological deficits in oligodendrocytes (reviewed in Guizzetti et al., [@B75]). Studies in sheep suggest that third-trimester alcohol exposure leads to myelin malformation and morphological deficits in oligodendrocytes (Dalitz et al., [@B36]). Myelin basic protein (MBP), which as its name implies is a critical element of the myelin sheath, is delayed and reduced in its expression following postnatal alcohol exposure in the cerebellum of PND 15 rats (Zoeller et al., [@B221]). Exposure of cultured oligodendrocytes to alcohol also leads to a decrease in MBP levels (Bichenkov and Ellingson, [@B12]). Monkeys exposed to alcohol during late stage development exhibit extensive apoptosis of oligodendrocytes in white matter regions (Creeley et al., [@B30]), further highlighting oligodendrocytes as targets of alcohol in the developing brain. Studies in primary mouse oligodendrocyte cultures suggest that acetaldehyde, the toxic, metabolic byproduct of alcohol is highly lethal to oligodendrocytes, while very high concentrations of alcohol are necessary to cause damage (Coutts and Harrison, [@B29]).

A common characteristic of individuals with FASD is impaired visual function (Strömland, [@B187]). Myelination of the optic nerve is disrupted in animal models of FASD, with reports of decreased thickness, as well as aberrant and fewer myelin sheaths (Samorajski et al., [@B167]; Phillips and Krueger, [@B147]; Parson et al., [@B139]; Pinazo-Duran et al., [@B148]). Developmental alcohol exposure interferes with oligodendrocyte maturation and delays expression of MBP resulting in ultrastructural harm to the myelin sheaths and a decreased number of myelinated optic nerve axons (Guerri et al., [@B64]). Such alterations in myelin may be responsible for the hypoplasia of the optic nerve present in FAS.

This data suggests that myelin and more specifically, oligodendrocyte development is a target of alcohol effects in the developing brain and that early exposure can lead to persistent, life-long deficiencies. Disruptions in survival and maturation of oligodendrocytes are likely to impair the formation of neurocircuitry and the efficient conduction of neuronal signals. Future studies are needed, however, to elucidate the effects of alcohol on oligodendrocytes and OPCs to understand the pathways that lead to alcohol-induced dysfunction.

Role of Microglia in FASD {#s4-4}
-------------------------

Microglia possess an assortment of receptors designed to detect aberrant "danger" signals so that an appropriate response can be mounted. Recent work indicates that alcohol can induce microglial activation (Fernandez-Lizarbe et al., [@B50]) and even death (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}; Kane et al., [@B90]). Initial studies suggest this activation may occur via the Bcl-2 associated X Protein (BAX), as mice lacking BAX exhibit blunted microglial activation and pro-inflammatory signaling following alcohol exposure on PND 7 or PND 8 (Ahlers et al., [@B2]). In cultures, alcohol increases the release of inflammatory cytokines from microglia and reduces intracellular cAMP and brain-derived neurotrophic factor in co-cultures of hypothalamic neurons and microglia (Boyadjieva and Sarkar, [@B18], [@B19]). Oxidative stress is also increased in alcohol exposed microglia (Boyadjieva and Sarkar, [@B20]). Alcohol exposure also affects the viability of microglia both *in vitro* and *in vivo* following neonatal alcohol exposure (Kane et al., [@B90]). The response of microglia to inflammatory factors is variable, with repeated exposures leading to a sensitized response (Perry and Teeling, [@B144]). Some have hypothesized that prenatal alcohol exposure may lead to long-term sensitization of microglia that results in persistent inflammatory signaling in the brain following insult (Chastain and Sarkar, [@B23]). This priming hypothesis is consistent with a study observing increased inflammatory signaling in prenatally-exposed rats in a model of rheumatoid arthritis in adult animals (Zhang et al., [@B218]). Recent studies suggest that alcohol-induced microglial activation can be reduced by treatment with peroxisome proliferator-activated receptor γ agonists such as pioglitazone (Drew et al., [@B41]), thus identifying a potential treatment.

Alterations in microglial function also impact neuronal health. Microglia-conditioned media contributes to alcohol-induced apoptosis in immature hypothalamic neurons (Boyadjieva and Sarkar, [@B18], [@B19],[@B20]). Neonatal alcohol exposure in rodents induces neurotoxicity in hypothalamic neurons *in vivo*, which appears to be mediated, at least in part, by microglia (Sarkar et al., [@B170]). Several excellent reviews offer greater depth and discussion of alcohol effects on microglia and the subsequent developmental impacts (Drew and Kane, [@B42], [@B43]; Chastain and Sarkar, [@B23]; Crews and Vetreno, [@B32]).

Glial Cells in Abnormal Brain Development {#s4-5}
-----------------------------------------

FASD is not the only neurodevelopmental disorder for which glial dysfunction is a major contributing factor. Rett syndrome is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by seizures, motor impairment, neurogenic apneas and delayed or absent speech (Chahrour and Zoghbi, [@B22]). Mutations in the methyl-CpG-binding protein 2 (*MeCP2*) gene appear to be a critical factor in the disease. Interestingly, *MeCP2* is abundantly expressed in neurons, but also present in astrocytes, microglia and oligodendrocytes. Original theories regarding the disease focused almost exclusively on neurons, but recent evidence now indicates that glial cells (astrocytes, microglia and oligodendrocytes) are important contributors to disease pathology (reviewed in Guizzetti et al., [@B75]). Disruptions in astrocyte development and function may contribute to autism, fragile X, Down syndrome, Costello syndrome, neurofibromatosis-1, Noonan syndrome and Cardiofaciocutaneous syndrome (Garcia et al., [@B54]; Jacobs and Doering, [@B85]; Sloan and Barres, [@B176]). Astrocyte dysfunction is also hypothesized to partially underlie the neurodevelopmental origins of major depressive disorder (MDD) and schizophrenia as evidenced by glial anomalies in patients with these disorders (Sloan and Barres, [@B176]). Neurotoxicants such as diazinon, an organophosphate insecticide, and its active metabolite diazoxon, as well as manganese impair the development of hippocampal pyramidal neurons when they are co-cultured with astrocytes previously treated with these compounds (Giordano et al., [@B56]; Pizzurro et al., [@B149]). There are also genetic mutations that interfere with normal astrocyte function, such as the gain of function mutation in the GFAP gene thought to be responsible for Alexander's disease. Alexander's disease is characterized by atypical myelination, developmental delay, and macroencephaly, with astrocytes exhibiting Rosenthal fiber accumulation, and abnormally high expression of GFAP (Quinlan et al., [@B151]; Messing et al., [@B115]). The disruption of myelination highlights cross-talk that occurs between astrocytes and oligodendrocytes during neurodevelopment. Prenatal infections lead to activation of microglia and astrocytes and are associated with decreased oligodendrocyte density, abnormal myelination, and schizophrenia (Anderson and Maes, [@B3]; Meyer, [@B116]). Microglial activation has been observed in multiple brain regions of autism spectrum disorder patients (Morgan et al., [@B126]; Rodriguez and Kern, [@B160]; Suzuki et al., [@B190]). Prenatal stressors such as vitamin B12 deficiency, restraint stress, hypoxia, opioids and methamphetamine result in compromised myelination in the postnatal brains of exposed mothers (Lövblad et al., [@B102]; Baud et al., [@B7]; Melo et al., [@B114]; Sanchez et al., [@B168]). In conclusion, glial cells are important contributors to pathological events that may occur in the brain during development and therefore have great potential as therapeutic targets for the treatment of neurodevelopmental diseases.

Conclusions and Future Research Directions {#s5}
==========================================

Several of the structural abnormalities observed in FASD and in FASD animal models are consistent with altered glial cell function. Defects in neuronal migration observed in FASD are likely due to reported effects of alcohol on radial glia. Prenatal alcohol can also induce agenesis or hypoplasia of the corpus callosum, which may be due to an effect of alcohol on midline glial populations causing them to alter the signals these cells send to the axons that need to cross the midline into the opposite hemisphere. Studies on the effect of alcohol on these structures have not been carried out, but may represent a new, interesting avenue of investigation.

Recent imaging studies of FASD children show defects in white matter fiber tracts that may arise from the reported effects of alcohol on oligodendrocytes or their precursors. Similarly, alcohol exposure during the brain growth spurt and the resultant microencephaly that occurs also highlights the glial effects of alcohol. There is evidence that reduced dendritic arborization and structural plasticity observed in FASD models may be due, at least in part, to changes in factors released by astrocytes, which are known to have a major role in neuronal development and brain maturation. Finally, the neuronal loss reported in several FASD models may be caused by reduced release of trophic factors and antioxidants by astrocytes or increased release of neuroinflammatory molecules by microglia and astrocytes.

A major challenge of glia and FASD research is to causally link the effects observed in glial cells to neuronal abnormalities in the brain. *In vitro* studies have been instrumental in demonstrating the concept that, by affecting glial cell functions, alcohol alters neuronal survival and development. However, these studies need to be validated *in vivo* and to be linked to behavioral outcomes. Molecular approaches for manipulating glial cell signaling and functions *in vivo* (for instance, Xie et al., [@B213]) and methods for *ex-vivo* isolation of specific brain cell populations are becoming available and should be used in FASD research.

The role of sex in susceptibility of glial cells to the consequences of fetal alcohol exposure is almost entirely unexplored, although differences have been observed in the function of astrocytes derived from male and female animals in culture (Liu et al., [@B99]; Santos-Galindo et al., [@B169]; Wilhelm et al., [@B211]). Individuals with FASD exhibit different deficits in eye movement depending on whether they are male or female (Paolozza et al., [@B138]). Sex differences in FASD preclinical models have been reported in a number of instances; for instance, developmental alcohol exposure leads to social avoidance in females, but increased play fighting in males in a model of FASD (Varlinskaya and Mooney, [@B203]); females exposed to prenatal alcohol and chronic mild stress exhibit increases in learned helplessness, and disrupted social interactions (Hellemans et al., [@B77]), sexually dimorphic effects of prenatal alcohol on the development of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis have been extensively documented (Weinberg et al., [@B208]); sex differences in spatial learning deficits after neonatal alcohol exposure have also been reported (Kelly et al., [@B92]; Goodlett and Peterson, [@B59]). The hypothesis that glial cells in males vs. females are differentially affected by alcohol during brain development is worth further examination.

We have summarized published evidence that strongly support the notion that alcohol detrimentally affects the glial cells of the developing brain and that disruption of the function of these cells leads to neuronal deficits. It is through interactions between neurons and glial cells that the CNS is successfully developed. Thus, elucidating not just the cell-specific effects of alcohol, but also the cell-cell interactions that occur is necessary to fully understand and effectively treat abnormal brain development. Unraveling the complex biological disruptions induced by fetal alcohol exposure and identifying causal links between glial dysfunction and brain structural and functional abnormalities as well as behavioral impairments is an important next step to identifying optimal targets for therapeutic development.
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